In this article, disability and its interplay with gender in the Sultanate of Oman are explored.
the intersection of these issues with gender and disability.
This article is concerned with the everyday lives of students with visual disabilities in Oman.
Unlike previous studies, our study focuses on: a) families and religious practices; b) educational aspirations of young people with visual disabilities; c) young people's access to and use of technology, such as computers, mobile devices, and assistive technologies; d) their future aspirations; and e) gender differences in terms of variables a, b, c, and d. The participants included in the study are blind and partially sighted students. We are interested in exploring how these students interact with wider Omani society. Thus, we look at their family situation, the educational realm, government policies, and religious and cultural customs. In Oman, specific practices exist that construct and reconstruct the meanings of disability in young people's lives. Moreover, we trace the gendering processes in a similar way. Gender has a relational meaning and is practiced and constructed in everyday life, e.g. in educational and religious settings and family practices.
The aim of this study is to outline how students with visual disabilities themselves evaluate their disability.
This exploratory study was conducted during [2009] [2010] [2011] ii and combines both theoretical and empirical approaches. The research included personal field visits by the researchers to nongovernmental organizations (NGOs) working on disability, and to all Oman's special schools for pupils with disabilities, including the only school for students with visual disabilities. This timeconsuming approach was adopted to gain a detailed overview of the organizations and their model(s) of disability. Additionally, readings of relevant literature helped us to gain deeper insight into the topic of disability. The study draws on empirical research through interviews with students with visual disabilities. Background information was also gathered from the vice-president of a disability NGO iii and an imam in the region of Muscat, Oman's capital. An interdisciplinary approach was adopted to interpret the findings.
The following research questions are addressed in this paper, with a focus on gender differences among students with visual disabilities: how do the students evaluate their treatment by family members in relation to their visual disabilities? Are there any restrictions on their practicing religion? What are the students' personal experiences in relation to education, e.g. evolved later, and it takes both the individual body and wider society into consideration simultaneously (Näslund & Gardelli, 2013, p. 30) . According to this model, it is the relationship between the individual body (impairment) and the wider society (environmental aspects, encounters between practitioners, etc.) that creates disability (Shakespeare, 2006, p. 57) . The current study draws upon interdisciplinary work, and it is based on disability studies that take a relational approach to disability and gender: the students' everyday lives and bodies -in other words, the fact that they live with blindness or partial sight -are seen in relation to wider Omani society. Interpreted in this way, disability is co-constructed and reconstructed in the relationship between students' everyday lives and bodies and wider society.
As Abu-Habib (1997a, p. 2) states, there is a lack of research in the Middle East that considers women, gender, and the interrelations of the two with disability. For her, the changes one wishes to achieve in the area of disability cannot be successful if gender is not considered a key variable (Abu-Habib, 1997a, p. 8) . Thus, the interrelation between gender and disability is key for this study, which builds on gender studies inspired by feminist scholars such as Braidotti (2002) and Butler (1999 Butler ( , 2004 . For our working definition of gender, we draw on Braidotti (2002) :
The concept of gender refers to the many and complex ways in which social differences between the sexes acquire a meaning and become structural factors in the organization of social life. Gender is a cultural and historical product, as opposed to an essentialist definition of the physical differences between the sexes (pp. 286-287).
Al Raida Journal Vol. 42, Issue 2, 2018 pp 1-21 F We use the concept of gender in the relational sense that gender is "done" in everyday life; similarly to Braidotti (2002, p. 287) , we consider that the concept refers to both women and men. Braidotti (2002, p. 287) states that it is important to include the diversity found among women and men, such as differences of ethnicity, age, religion, class, and sexual orientation. iv Traustadóttir and Kristiansen (2004, p. 37) highlight that Braidotti's work omits disability as part of the diversity of women's lives. Disability is an important issue that shapes the everyday lives of both women and men and interrelates with other practices. Also, it is through relations between the individual and wider society that gender is co-constructed and reconstructed. As Atshan (1997, p. 53) argues: "the issues of disability and gender cannot be divorced from their socioeconomic and historical context. It is widely recognized nowadays that disability must be studied as part of a cultural matrix, affected by other important factors such as gender, and economic and political status." Thus, by treating gender and disability as intertwined, we are able to explore how they are rooted in cultural and historical processes in Omani society, and how this in turn relates to how students with visual disabilities evaluate their disability and their position in society.
Context and Contextualization
Not only social, religious, cultural, and historical but also geographical issues come into play when one investigates this topic. The regions of Oman are highly varied. Its primary population is divided by hundreds of miles of harsh territory, and this affects the structures of its social support systems. Other Gulf States such as the United Arab Emirates, Bahrain, and Kuwait are comprised primarily of large urban centers with large population blocks, whereas the Sultanate of Oman covers much larger geographical regions and features, encompassing extended rural areas.
Omani society is based on strong tribal ties (Al-Barwani & Albeely, 2007) . This tribal system continues to address people's well-being (Al-Barwani & Albeely, 2007, p. 122) In a relatively short time, His Majesty Sultan Qaboos bin Said Al Said v has created " modern infrastructure, spotless streets, and a highly professional military that devotes much of its budget to civic action" (Miller, 1997, p. 13 [A] person who suffers from a congenital shortage of some of his sensory, physical or mental abilities, or as a result of a genetic factor, disease or accident which limits his ability to perform his natural role in life compared to his age group and is in need of welfare and rehabilitation to play his role in life (cited in Ministry of National Economy, n.d.b, p. 8).
Services for people with disabilities exist to various extents in Oman. The Ministry of Education and the Ministry of Social Development supervise these services. They are mostly located in the urban centers, and they are operated by the government, NGOs, and private initiatives. The Ministry of Health supervises healthcare services and focuses on the medical treatment and prevention of disability in Oman (Hadidi, 1998, p. 427) . Regional businesses and community groups are investing in improving services and care for people with disabilities. The government is working with organizations such as the United Nations to develop issues around health and women's situation (Hadidi, 1998, p. 427) .
Services for people with disabilities are specialized according to different types of disability and different age groups (cf. Profanter, 2009 ). The only association that deals with people with visual disabilities is the Al-Noor Association for the Blind, founded in 1997. Its official goals encompass integrating people with partial sight or blindness, showcasing their activities or skills through participation in religious celebrations, spreading awareness about the societal role and importance of people with visual disabilities, participating in volunteer work, and cooperating with the Ministry of Information to publicly advertise the activities of people with visual disabilities (Profanter, 2009 ).
In addition, some private schools, such as the Indian School Muscat and Muscat International School, offer some services for students with disabilities. Government ministries also provide services including schooling: special schools such as Al-Amal, a school for students with As has been highlighted so far, there are concrete signs that the country is moving toward inclusion and equality. However, the gap between theory and practice -between promising legal reforms for people with disabilities and implementing new conceptual developments -is yet to be filled.
The Setting
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Al Raida Journal Vol. 42, Issue 2, 2018 pp 1-21 F People with visual disabilities are a service target group (Foster & Resnikoff, 2005) . In Oman, this group has been specifically targeted through the National Prevention of Blindness Program. However, the education of children with visual disabilities in Oman has lagged behind compared with other Arab countries (Hadidi, 1998, p. 427) . There is a lack of officially available data regarding people with disabilities in general in Oman (Al Zidjaly, 2007, p. 74; Profanter, 2009 ).
Statistics broken down by specific disabilities such as visual disabilities are also scarce (Hadidi, 1998, p. 424) . Community-based prevalence rates of blindness are only available from the late Background information was also gathered from two key participants selected on the basis of their experience and knowledge in the field of disability: a vice-president at a specialist NGO, and a religious leader vii as an authority on social welfare. Additionally, relevant literature was consulted, and government press releases and publications were analyzed to trace how disability, gender, Vol. 42, Issue 2, 2018 pp 1-21 F and their interrelations with Omani society were portrayed. After potential interviewees had been contacted by telephone, through personal meetings, and by written communication, informed consent was obtained, and participants' confidentiality and anonymity were assured. The interviews were all recorded and subsequently transcribed. Official permission to access specialist institutions was obtained from the relevant ministries.
Cultural challenges were overcome by adopting the following strategies. The researchers found that applying wasta, viii and recruiting research assistants fluent in the interviewees' languages, helped to overcome potential barriers to participation such as language, mistrust, and societal and cultural restrictions. The status of two of the researchers as white, European females required the balancing of common ethical norms, codes, and policies in light of cultural dimensions ix . Consequently, a researcher with visual disabilities, who had first-hand experience as well as access to facilities in the field, was included on the international research team. In adopting a dual role as both insider and expert, she was critically important at every stage of the research;
her wasta played a primary role in obtaining ministry approval to conduct the study, and in gaining students' trust. Research has shown that it is less common in Oman to talk about personal matters with people inside or outside the family than it is in the West (cf. Wikan, 1991; Al-Zidjaly, 2007) .
Disability is traditionally seen as a fate one does not question.
The data were analyzed quantitatively using SPSS. Qualitative sequences were included to put the quantitative data into context and provide a deeper understanding of individual conditions (Fontana & Frey, 1994; Yin, 1994; Mason, 1996; Flick, 2002) . The qualitative analysis took a structural thematic approach: we searched for themes based on both the empirical data and the methodological and theoretical approaches used in the study. The themes we drew upon were: a)
how the students were treated by family members in relation to their visual disabilities; b) religious practice and its interrelations with gender and disability; c) gender relations among students with visual disabilities in relation to educational issues, such as access to institutions and material; d)
students' access to and use of technology in everyday life; and e) students' future aspirations. For each result, a general description is given below, reporting statistics regarding students' opinions and beliefs, followed by qualitative examples in the form of paraphrased interview quotes. Thirty semi-structured interviews were carried out. The mean age of participants was 18.7 years; the youngest participant was 14 years old, and the oldest 23. For ethical reasons, the study did not involve students under the age of 14.
x The sample was balanced in terms of gender: 46.7%
were female, 53.3% male. The background of the sample was rather heterogeneous, with a majority of 46.7% being from Muscat Governorate and the rest from various provinces throughout the contry. This state-run special school has a higher enrollment rate among pupils from this area because of its proximity. Ten percent of interviewees were from the Ash Sharqiyah region, 20.0%
from Ad Dakhiliyah, and 23.3% from Al Batinah. xi The sample's geographical background did not include anyone from the westernmost or southernmost regions, Adh Dhahirah and Al Wustan. As earlier research has shown, strong cultural and religious practices exist in the interior of Oman (cf. Eickelman, 1984; Profanter, 2009) , which explains the composition of our sample. The interviewees were equally distributed across the catchment area in terms of gender; thus, there is no geographically related gender bias (x 2 = 1.014, df = 3, p = .798) xii . Thus, the hypothesis of a significant gender difference has to be rejected.
The family backgrounds of the participants were important for the interpretation of the data. The results showed that all participants were from rather large nuclear families. In terms of their families' attitudes toward the treatment of people with visual disabilities, all participants reported that their family thought they should be treated like anybody else. There was neither a significant association between this egalitarian family attitude and cases of disability in the family (x 2 = .376, df = 1, p = .540), nor a gender-specific difference in this attitude (x 2 = 1.182, df = 1, p = .277). The vice-president of the specialist NGO stated that the situation for people with disabilities had changed in Oman: there was more awareness in society -for instance, television showed people with disabilities, students with disabilities could enroll on inclusive programs in ordinary schools, and special schools organized open days when people from wider society could come to visit.
However, some interviewees stated that difficulties had existed and still did so. Moein, aged 18, said that his family had accepted his disability by stating: "what else is there to do?" Khaleed, aged 21, said that at first his family had had difficulties; they had made him visit hospitals and institutions, but after some time they had accepted that his disability was part of life. Zubayda, aged 20, said her parents had not come to terms with her visual disability. They were stressed out, looking for hospitals all the time. She was not treated equally; her siblings were treated better, since they were taken out while she was left at home. As Profanter (2009) has shown, wider society is not totally accepting of people with disabilities. This makes it more difficult for some families to accept that their child has disabilities.
Another difficulty experienced by some interviewees was a feeling of difference. Noor, aged 23, said that at home she felt less independent than her siblings, although her family took the view that people with visual disabilities should be treated equally. Independence was related to the issue of assistance, a common topic raised by female interviewees. This was mostly to do with spending time outside the home. Some female interviewees said they experienced most difficulties when they needed assistance. Hamida, aged 17, said she felt like everyone else; she was aware that she needed assistance, but this did not make her different. Khadeeja, aged 14, said that moving around in crowds made her feel uncomfortable. Masoumah, aged 20, said that bumping into men was the most embarrassing thing. Some of the male interviewees shared the experience of feeling different while moving around alone in public. Another experience of difference had to do with the fact that they did not see the things their friends did; the feeling that
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Al Raida Journal Vol. 42, Issue 2, 2018 pp 1-21 F others saw more than them made them feel insecure. Khaleed said that difficulties arose at the supermarket or on the beach. This issue of moving around constituted a parallelism between the male and female interviewees, albeit in relation to different public and private areas. Female interviewees spent most of their time with families and female friends inside the home; male interviewees moved in traditionally "male" domains. Thus, although gender segregation was woven into their daily routines, both genders encountered a similar interrelationship between independence and disability.
The study asked whether interviewees were limited in practicing their religion (attending mosque, conducting daily prayers, and studying the Quran). Among our interviewees, 47.8% reported visiting the mosque alone, 17.4% with parents, 8.7% with friends, and 26.1% with brothers. Statistical analysis revealed a significant gender difference (x 2 = 11.840, df = 3, p = .008).
Male interviewees visited the mosque significantly more often, either on their own or with parents. This is not surprising, given gender-based cultural constraints. From the interviews it became clear that our female participants only went to the mosque while on an excursion or during Ramadan. These results can be interpreted in light of interrelations between gender, religion, and cultural aspects, as many women in Oman are not obliged to go to mosque and can practice their religion at home. In line with this, our results showed that all our interviewees were obliged to study the Quran, whether at school (53.6%), at home (7.1%), or at Quran school (39.3%).
There was no significant gender difference (x 2 = 2.158, df = 2, p = .340). An imam who was interviewed stated that people with visual disabilities were not treated differently when it came to the practice of religion. Regardless of disability, one is obliged to follow Islamic customs and practices (Al Zidjaly, 2007 that the books were produced on-site. Moein mentioned that these self-made copies were printed on cheap paper and therefore were not very durable. At the time of the interviews, access to computers at the school was limited because the position of computer instructor was vacant.
xiii Rabah, a 21-year-old man, said: "very disappointed, no computer, no teacher.ˮ While all students had access to computers at school, the situation at home differed: only 56.7% of interviewees, including both genders, had access to a computer at home (x 2 = 2.330, df = 1, p = .127). This showed that there was no gender difference in ICT access in the interviewees' domestic environment. However, the use of computers at home differed even where there was access.
Reasons for limited computer use at home were: a) some students did not have voice output at their disposal, and b) some stated that assistance in using the computer was limited. The students who used the computer searched for information, surfed the Internet, wrote, read, studied, and sent emails. Nayma, aged 21, used a Hal screen reader, and she was very keen on using the Internet. Abdulazziz, aged 19, has his own laptop with voice output and used it for emails, writing, and listening to the Quran. In general, there was an awareness of the importance of ICT among the interviewees: 71.4% said that access to a computer was very important in their lives. However, 28.6% did not think it important, and from the interviews it became clear that this was due to their limited use and understanding of it. Masoumah said he was "not understanding it.ˮ Latif, aged 19, reported that he "doesn't know how to use it, if taught be important.ˮ This was compounded by the fact that many interviewees did not have access to voice output at home. However, no significant gender difference was found in this regard (x 2 = 1.163, df = 1, p = .281). According to many interviewees, a computer was important because it enabled one to gain knowledge and information, as Rabah explained: "world at your fingertips if you know computers." Earlier research has shown that living with disability and being from a financially disadvantaged background or a remote area presents a double disadvantage, as it can exacerbate obstacles xiv to appropriate support services, if such services are available at all (Profanter, 2009 ).
According to Hadidi (1998, pp. 428-429) , in order for change to take place, training and counseling need to be provided for parents, and families' participation in the educational process needs to Al Raida Journal Vol. 42, Issue 2, 2018 pp 1-21 F be increased. Consequently, there is a need to support students with disabilities and their families.
Policy changes are taking place, awareness is being created, and attitudes are changing; nevertheless, perceptions and behavior still lag behind (Abu-Habib, 1997a, p. 3; Hadidi, 1998, p. 429; Al-Mawali, 2004) . Our study supports these previous research findings, since many of our interviewees reported that the feeling of being different was a major issue within their families.
The extent of progress in the development of facilities for people with visual disabilities can be questioned. Improved socioeconomic conditions in Oman, combined with a government effort to allocate resources to health and education, have to some extent influenced the lives of our student interviewees, since today they are able to attend school more easily than previous generations. According to the Ministry of Education (2008a, p. 29) , education should be available to all children in Oman. Education has played and still plays a part in improving living conditions in Oman (cf. Al-Barwani & Albeely, 2007) . Despite this access to education, however, there is a need to train teachers in both general and special education. This educational training was not standard for the teachers at the time of our study: 60 teachers were on the team for the academic year 2010-2011; of those, some were trained in general education, and some were trained in special education, but none was trained in both. This need for trained teachers can be related to some of Hadidi's (1998, pp. 428-429) suggested policy priorities to alter the situation of children with visual disabilities. She outlines a shortage of Omani teachers qualified in the education of children with disabilities, and she urges the development of such training for teachers from Oman. Another important issue Hadidi highlights is the development and adaptation of a curriculum designed for students with visual disabilities. At the only school for pupils with visual disabilities in Oman, there is no special curriculum; the general curriculum is followed, with small adjustments. Moreover, the poor availability of schoolbooks is a sign of the need for greater investment to provide students with proper educational materials and technology. When it comes to future aspirations, most of our interviewees aimed to attend further education. Khandekar and Al Harby (2006, pp. 175-176) highlight the limitations of vocational training for blind people in Oman. Students with visual disabilities have the opportunity to study at university level, but as Al-Balushi, Al-Badi, and Ali (2011, p. 92) state, "the blind get very limited options at Sultan Qaboos University since the College of Arts is the only College that caters for the needs of blind students." Al Raida Journal Vol. 42, Issue 2, 2018 pp 1-21 F The role of ICT in the curriculum needs to be re-evaluated and further developed. As research has shown, ICT offers a promising way for students to join the workforce and be part of the community. As our results show, in the domestic arena as well as the educational arena, use of and access to technology needs to be attuned to the students' constructed meanings of their own disabilities. Thus, it is not a matter of just placing a computer in front of a person with a visual disability. In order for it to be used, it needs to be related to the individual's needs and capabilities (Näslund, 2009 ). Both infrastructural issues and their interrelations with gender and disability need to be taken into consideration. Another issue, highlighted in Alqaryouti's research with students with visual disabilities in higher education in Oman (2010, p. 221) , is that skilled teachers who are familiar with disability issues and assistive technologies need to be trained. The interviewees in our study confirmed this need for trained teachers: they did not receive enough assistance in ICT training due to a lack of computer teachers at the school. Additionally, teachers are important for teaching the benefits of ICT skills as a way to get into the workforce.
Gender issues and their interrelations with disability need to be further explored. Omani society is based on gender segregation in everyday life. Some areas are dominated by women (domestic services), while in other areas (going to mosque, dealing with authorities) men are at the forefront. Previous findings about the gendered aspects of marriage that come into play for people with disabilities show that there is a clear disbalance. As Abu-Habib (1997b, p. 74) states, it is commoner for a man with disability to find a partner without a disability than it is for a woman with disability to do the same. Our study reveals no gender difference in family attitudes. This result can be explained in the following ways: on the one hand, it may be related to the religious understanding of disability and the notion of equality outlined earlier (cf. Bradshaw, Tennant, & Lydiatt, 2004) . On the other hand, the interviewees' family background was quite privileged xv in the sense that cultural and social discrimination did not come into play. An additional explanation is that changes in wider society may be a sign of increased awareness.
Despite investments to create greater awareness in general, disability is still widely regarded as an individual obstacle. Disability as defined by Royal Decree 63/2008 mostly focuses on the individual and her/his shortcomings. This implies that disability is concerned with the individual body, rather than with its interrelation with the wider society. However, recent Al Raida Journal Vol. 42, Issue 2, 2018 pp 1-21 F initiatives such as programs to raise awareness are promoting a shift toward the social model (AlMawali, 2004) . Still, there is a need to view disability from a relational viewpoint (Shakespeare, 2006 ). This viewpoint is important, because it will enable the creation of infrastructure to take account of the lifelong aspects of disability, as well as its gender aspects: both a) the individual's everyday life (the body) and b) her/his interrelations with wider society (in its familial, political, religious, historical, and cultural aspects). The obstacles to a good educational grounding in these ideas include educators themselves, other students, and facility adaptations (cf. Al-Abdulwahab & Al-Gain, 2003, p. 68) . If these obstacles are overcome, Omani society will be able to provide services tailored to the wishes and needs of students with disabilities. It is important to take the interrelations between gender and disability into account so that suggestions for the future can be clearly located and situated. iii In light of ethical guidelines for research in the social sciences, more detailed information about the profiles and positions of the interviewees cannot be revealed, as the anonymity and safety of participants must be guaranteed. iv In Oman, diversity among women and men in terms of ethnicity, age, religion, class, sexual orientation, and disability are rarely explored. Consequently, our research attempts to make a contribution by focusing on disability and gender. v Although the development of a modern infrastructure in Oman is regarded as the personal achievement of His Majesty Sultan Qaboos, he is the longest-serving ruler in the Middle East, and the question of his succession is an ongoing concern (Reidel, 2015) . vi This age group, 14-23 years, covers 25% of the total students enrolled in this special school. vii The religious leader was interviewed to gain a deeper understanding of the interrelations between Islam, culture, and disability. viii Wasta is often called the hidden force of the Middle East: the concept of wasta permeates all aspects of society, and involves both the act and the person who mediates or intercedes to find a middle ground. The head of the family performs wasta services by obtaining for the supplicant what is assumed to be otherwise Al Raida Journal Vol. 42, Issue 2, 2018 pp 1-21 F unattainable . Wasta is a force in all significant decision-making, yet it is not openly discussed in Omani society. ix As Western researchers we have been aware of our status as white, privileged academics attempting to move into very different cultural situations. In order to take differing views and expectations into account, be open to differing inclusive policies and practices and be able to develop culturally sensitive instruments partnerships and collaborations were sought . x Personal information has been altered to guarantee participants' anonymity and confidentiality (British Psychological Society, 2009 ). xi The Sultanate of Oman is divided administratively into four governorates (Muscat, Dhofar, Musandam, and Al Buraimi) and five regions (Al Batinah, Adh Dhahirah, Ad Dakhiliyah, Ash Sharqiyah, and Al Wusta) (Ministry of Information, 2011). xii For hypothesis testing chi-squared tests were carried out. It is used for testing relastionships between categorical variables. The null hypothesis of the Chi-Square is that no relationship exists on the categorical variables in the populaiton; they are independent. xiii After completion of the study, computer instructors were hired, and a computer class ran as usual. xiv Some of these obstacles include societal perceptions, traditional medical practices, illiteracy among parents and elders, and lack of suitable adaptations in educational facilities. xv It should be recalled here that the sample did not include any participants from the westernmost or southernmost areas of Oman.
